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produced is being relegated to a comparatively minor command' and 'will 
not have a voice on the Air Council' which that newspaper thought he should 
have because, with the exception of Tedder, Coningham had greater 
operational experience of coordinating air power with that of other services 
than any other airman and, the News Chronicle reminded its readers, 'during 
von Rundstedt's thrust into the Ardennes, he took over command of the US 
9th Air Force's fighter units'. Other newspapers, though welcoming Con- 
ingham's appointment, did not think he had been slighted. The Evening 
Standard, for example, considered him 'one of the most popular and highly- 
respected commanders this war has produced. A splendid leader, entirely 
free from starch and red tape. In command of the Desert Air Force, he 
proved himself a master of air-ground cooperation. He invented new tactics 
and kept his mind always receptive to new ideas.' Coningham 'may have an 
unorthodox way of dealing with future problems', thought the Observer. 
'Shrewd, candid and confident - and an often successful prophet.'^ 

Best of all was Flight's tribute. Coningham's appointment, in that maga- 
zine's well-informed opinion, was 'a guarantee that flying training of the 
RAF in postwar days will be on the right lines'. His experience of operational 
flying was unrivalled for duration and variety and he would tolerate no 
shortcomings in the system. Moreover, he was a man who had proved 
capable of taking long views and would not make the mistake of re-fighting 
the last war. Flight continued to think well of Coningham and published a 
profile on 6 December 1945 (illustrated by an excellent caricature) in which 
he was described as 'par excellence the air friend of the Army. It may be said, 
with regrets, that in 1940-1 the Army and the Air Force had no very real 
idea of how to work together', but Coningham changed all that. 'Up to the 
time of the surrender of Germany, he continued his masterly work of giving 
the Army everything which could possibly be expected from the air' and 
careful study of his methods would ensure that Army-Air cooperation did 
not wither as it had done after the Great War.* 

For the moment, however, Coningham had had enough of high command 
responsibility and spent most of August with his family in Cannes, enjoying 
an untroubled holiday - except for a visit from yet another official artist - 
for the first time in seven years. The Tedders stayed with them and they all 
went swimming, sailing or fishing together. Sometimes the Air Marshals 
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simply lay in the sun, content to know that nothing they decided cost men 
their Hves. Other guests that summer included Maurice Chevalier and the 
Duke and Duchess of Windsor. On returning to England, Coningham began 
at last to believe that the blissful days of the late Thirties might really come 
again when he was elected Commodore of the RAF Yacht Club, a mark of 
distinction deeply gratifying to a man for whom off-duty life in peacetime 
England had revolved around yachts and those who owned or sailed them. 
He would be re-elected in 1946 and 1947. 

Coningham then enjoyed a more public mark of distinction, spending 
three weeks in September on what Douglas called his 'triumphal tour' of the 
United States. A booklet entitled British Commanders had recently been 
published in New York by British Information Services (an agency of the 
British government) which helped to introduce him to Americans. It 
contained sketches often soldiers, five sailors and six airmen: Portal, Harris, 
Tedder, Douglas, Park and Coningham, who was described as 'this war's 
greatest expert on ground support and the inventor of many of the most 
devastating and ingenious tactics used by the Allied air forces'. In Tedder 
and Coningham, Churchill was quoted as saying, 'we have two air leaders of 
the very highest quaUty: not technicians, but warriors who have worked in 
perfect harmony with the generals.'' 

During his tour, Coningham was a guest of the USAAF and rejoiced in 
the opportunity to meet on their home ground American officers with whom 
he had served, in particular Larry Kuter, whose career was thriving. 
Coningham arrived in New York on the 7th to attend a gala premiere of The 
True Glory, an Anglo-American film about the liberation of Occupied 
Europe. It was his first visit to New York and he greatly amused some 
pressmen by flourishing an Italian five lire note signed by General Patton, 
who had lost it to him during the invasion of Sicily by betting - wrongly - 
that sooner or later the soldiers would find themselves short of air support. 
Coningham raised another laugh by proposing that the cities of New York 
and London should erect statues in memory of Rommel 'for his great 
contribution in directing the training of the US and British Armies'. 
Wherever he went, he made speeches that were well received, urging a 
continuance in peacetime of the better understanding forged between Britons 
and Americans in wartime. There could be joint development work in 
aviation, he thought, to a much greater degree than had been the case pre- 
war and it need not be at the expense of healthy competition. As for military 
aviation, there should certainly be cooperation in the production of new jet 
aircraft. The atomic bomb, however, had probably ended the need for vast 
fleets of strategic bombers because he supposed that even fighters would 
soon be able to carry these fearful weapons. By 25 September 1945, he was 
back in New York and at the end of what he hoped would be the first of 
many exhilarating visits to the United States.* 

On 6 October, nearly three months after leaving Bad Eilsen, Coningham 
took up his duties at Shinfield Park, Reading, as head of Flying Training 
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Command. Having learned to value the ability and diligence of Tommy 
Elmhirst as his senior administration officer, he was careful to secure the 
services of another exceptional man, Victor Groom, for that key appoint- 
ment. As well as getting to know a new staff and the numerous units of a 
vast command, Coningham revelled in a succession of grand occasions at this 
time: a dinner at Claridge's Hotel, London, to commemorate the battle of El 
Alamein on the 23rd, luncheon next day with the Duchess of Kent at her 
home in Buckinghamshire, an audience with the King at Buckingham Palace 
on the 31st to mark his new appointment, a visit to Brussels on 8 November 
to be invested in the Royal Palace by the Prince Regent with the Order of 
Leopold (Grand Officer) and the Croix de Guerre (with Palm) and, a week 
later, a return to that city as the Prince's guest at a dinner in honour of 
Churchill.' 

Throughout 1946, Coningham continued to find good reasons for leaving 
his Shinfield Park office. He lectured at the Royal United Services Institute 
in London on the development of tactical air forces and was invited to give 
other lectures on that subject at staff colleges (Army and Air Force) in 
England, Belgium and Palestine. Brussels remained his favourite place to 
visit, most notably in April when he flew there to receive the Freedom of the 
City and also to open an avenue re-named in his honour. He was an 
indefatigable traveller on more or less official business: opening an RAF 
exhibition in Zurich, presenting certificates to former members of the 
Resistance in Brussels and Paris, attending rugby matches in Hamburg and 
boxing championships at South Cerney in Gloucestershire. After one visit to 
Germany, he brought home a whole stag which he had shot himself. As 
president of the RAF Yacht Club, he negotiated successfully to take over the 
Luftwaffe's surviving fleet and twenty vessels reached Calshot safely in June, 
manned by airmen flown to Germany to sail them home (other vessels were 
left in Germany for the use of airmen serving there). He attended a session 
of the Allied Military Tribunal in Nuremberg, then conducting the trial of 
Nazi war criminals and (more cheerfully) ceremonies in March and May at 
which Alexander and Tedder respectively were given the Freedom of 
London. Coningham was invested by the King with the KBE at Buckingham 
Palace in March and in June took part in the Victory March in London, 
attending the subsequent reception at Hampton Court Palace for the 
victorious commanders. Not least, he spent almost the whole of August in 
Cannes with his family and some close friends. At Claridge's in September 
he was presented by the King of Greece with the Grand Cross of the Order 
of the Phoenix.* 

The Yorkshire Evening Post wrote about Coningham at length on 17 
January 1947, recalhng him as a pioneer of early night bomber raids on 
Germany. 'The tall, willowy figure of this smiling New Zealander' had once 
been weU known in and around York, according to the reporter, who went 
on to recall his subsequent career and present appointment as 'the man 
responsible for the training of all air crews in the RAF (except flight 
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engineers) and the Air Forces of all the Dominions, as well as France and 
Belgium,' which look to his command for a lead. Comment followed on his 
father's record as a Test cricketer, the nickname 'Mary', his alleged deeds as 
a fighter pilot in the Great War ('in one memorable fortnight, he destroyed 
19 enemy aircraft'), his athletic prowess, representing the RAF at polo, and 
his flight from Cairo to Kaduna ('still celebrated by the natives of Northern 
Nigeria ... his only map was a sheet torn from an atlas'). Coningham's log 
book currently showed some 5,000 hours as a pilot and a further 10,000 as a 
passenger. York men who served with him, concluded the reporter, 'will 
well remember how he laughed off their first mistake; how, perhaps, they 
tried to laugh off their second and how, if they were unfortunate enough to 
make a third, nobody laughed!" 

Ever since the end of the European war, the question of composing and 
possibly pubhshing an official record of 2nd TAF's part in Operation 
Overlord had loomed over Coningham. Portal had decided on 27 November 
1945 that except for Dowding's despatch on the Battle of Britain, those 
written by other Commanders-in-Chief should only be published if required 
to 'balance' despatches produced by soldiers and sailors, but Coningham did 
not know this when he wrote to Air Commodore Theodore McEvoy 
(Director of Staff Duties in the Air Ministry) on 4 December. He sent 
McEvoy four copies of 'our third effort' and sought guidance on its present 
form and content before spending any more time on it. Coningham was 
aware, he added on the 10th, that the Air Ministry wanted him to 'match or 
answer' any point made by Montgomery, but he could hardly do this unless 
he knew what the Field Marshal intended to say.'" 

McEvoy circulated Coningham's draft to various officials before replying 
on 5 February 1946. In general, he told Coningham, they found it 'valuable 
and interesting', although it placed 'more emphasis on the higher direction 
of the campaign, the organisation of the command and the broad trend of 
events' than on the detailed operations of 2nd TAF. All were distressed, 
however, by Coningham's specific criticism of Montgomery in regard to his 
insistence on a rigid inter- Army Group boundary, his demand for the use of 
heavy bombers over battlefields where (Coningham claimed) 'unnecessary 
casualties to Allied civiUans and property' were caused and his conduct of 
ground operations, all of which, in the opinion of Air Ministry officials, 
'might conceivably be resented by the Army as coming from an Air 
Commander'. With regard to matching Montgomery's points, the Air 
Ministry had as yet no idea what he might say, but McEvoy would forward 
a copy of his draft as soon as it came to hand to enable Coningham, if 
necessary, to 'adjust' his own draft." 

There matters rested until July, when Montgomery's draft reached the 
Air Ministry. Air Marshal Sir William Dickson (Vice Chief of the Air Staff) 
told Tedder on the 8th that it was 'brief and uncontroversial', paying full 
tribute throughout to the value of air power, whereas Coningham's report, 
though dealing with operations 'in far greater detail', included 'a large 

243 



'A Ballerina Leaving Borneo' 
amount of controversial and contentious matter which, while useful to the 
Air Staff, is unsuitable for publication'. Dickson therefore recommended 
that Coningham's report be retained in the Air Ministry and that Mont- 
gomery's despatch be balanced by the publication of the 'uncontroversial' 
despatch written on Leigh-Mallory's behalf by his staff and a SHAEF (Air) 
report. In February 1947, McEvoy loaned 'our only copy' of Coningham's 
report to Air Commodore Dermot Boyle (head of the RAF Staff College, 
Bracknell). It was not being published, he said, 'though it may later be 
circulated confidentially to Staff Colleges and Air Ministry departments' and 
Coningham was currently at work on 'an abridged and non-controversial' 
version.'^ 

At that time, February 1947, Robb was visited by Forrest Pogue, who had 
been given the task by Eisenhower of writing SHAEF's official history. 'He 
has had full access to all records and documents and Ike's personal files,' 
wrote Robb to Coningham on the 5th, and was in England 'chiefly to obtain 
background material and information on the personalities involved.' During 
a three-hour session, Robb answered some very pertinent questions about 
AEAF. 'I was absolutely frank with him about Monty, the difficulties he 
made, the fact that LM was an additional link in the RAF chain of command, 
how Monty seized upon this weakness and also such points as Monty's 
discourtesy in never once visiting Ike.' Robb thought it most important that 
Pogue get the facts straight and had therefore told him to get in touch with 
Coningham. 'He is a studious but pleasant type,' Robb thought, 'who before 
he undertook this task had not met any of the individuals concerned. I had 
him out to lunch and let him rummage through my papers for two or three 
hours.' On the same day, Robb wrote to Leslie Scarman, formerly Tedder's 
diarist, advising him also to talk to Pogue. 'Incidentally,' he added, 'I found 
that Mary Coningham was not on his list for interview and I have corrected 
that.'" 

Pogue spoke to Coningham at Shinfield Park on 14 February, finding him 
'the bitterest critic of Monty' whom he had yet encountered. Coningham 
showed Pogue part of his report on the Overlord Campaign 'which was so 
strong,' wrote Pogue, 'that the Air Ministry told him to rewrite it since, as 
the Air Marshal puts it, "they thought I out-IngersoUed IngersoU and they 
don't want to start a war with the War Office.'" (Ralph Ingersoll, formerly 
a member of Bradley's staff, had recently pubUshed a critical account of the 
campaign, entitled Top Secret, which profoundly agitated generals on both 
sides of the Atlantic.) 'To be blunt,' said Coningham, 'Monty and I had 
constant trouble', especially before the Arnhem disaster cut him down to 
size. Whenever they disagreed, Montgomery went over his head to anyone 
who might listen - in the RAF as well as the Army - and on at least three 
occasions tried to have him dismissed, but Tedder saved him. Although 
Montgomery frequently urged Coningham to bomb French towns, in order 
to block roads and so prevent the Germans using them, Coningham always 
refused, saying they would merely drive round such obstacles, through fields 
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if necessary, and the lives and property of friendly civilians would have been 
destroyed for no purpose.'* 

In Coningham's opinion, according to Pogue, Montgomery's slowness and 
jealousy of the Americans (Patton in particular) prevented more complete 
Allied victories at Falaise and the Seine. He failed to overrun missile- 
launching sites quickly enough and could have secured seaborne access to 
Antwerp by September 1944 had he not been obsessed by leading a drive to 
Berlin. The Allies could also have reached the Rhine on Patton's front m 
September if fleets of transport aircraft standing by in England to carry 
paratroops on operations that were never mounted had instead been used to 
carry petrol to the man who could use it most effectively. Unhappily, 
pressure in the American as well as British armies to find employment for 
their large, highly-trained airborne forces was very strong, but the best 
chance to end the war early had already gone when the disastrous Arnhem 
operation began, hastily and badly planned, with the tactical air forces 
excluded. 'After that,' said Coningham, 'Monty had to sit quietiy. When it 
came to planning for the Rhine crossing, they left the whole business to me.' 

In the last stages of the war, said Coningham, it became possible for nearly 
every soldier in a foxhole to call down a fighter to strafe a machine-gun nest 
in front of him. This was the happy payoff for years of effort devoted to 
beating the Luftwaffe and building countless aircraft. Until then, Coningham 
had laboured hard to persuade both American and British generals to accept 
his conviction that only airmen could handle air power and use its flexibility 
to the best overall advantage. Now, however, he was very anxious lest Allied 
armies were basing plans for any future war against a major power on having 
the total air cover enjoyed in 1944-5. If so, they were going to be 
disappointed, for the British and Americans could expect to be at their usual 
disadvantage on the outbreak of a new war and air superiority took years to 
achieve. In conclusion, Coningham reminded Pogue of the lighter side of 
decision-making. 'Perhaps you wonder,' he said, 'why we extended the 
northern boundary of 21st Army Group to Bergen-op-Zoom? It wasn't so 
done at first and when I saw it, I said: "But the best oysters in the world are 
there!", so they changed the boundary to bring that town in.' Coningham 
was never convinced that in wartime a commander should rest content with 
bully beef and biscuits." 

By the time Pogue came to publish The Supreme Command in 1954, he 
needed no reminding of a more vital point, that readers should not be unduly 
impressed by accounts of differences between commanders: they argued 
frequendy and sometimes quarrelled bitterly, but day-to-day cooperation 
between services and nations on the AlUed side was close at all levels 
throughout the war. On 23 May 1945, for example, Coningham had warmly 
thanked Brigadier Panet (head of the Airfield Construction Group at 2nd 
TAF Headquarters) for devoted services. 'You know fully, and I have but 
an inkling,' he said, 'of the difficulties and heartbreak periods that have 
occurred, but always the job has been done.' In 2nd TAF, replied Panet, 
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'we have had the exhilarating experience of feehng that our work had a direct 
part in helping to win the war' under 'your inspiring leadership'. Coningham 
also wrote to Major General IngUs (Chief Engineer, 21st Army Group) on 
the 23rd. During the past year, airfield conditions had varied through the 
whole range of possible hazards and Coningham freely admitted that 2nd 
TAF could have done nothing without the devoted efforts of IngUs and his 
men. At first, he recalled, there had been the 'heat, dust and restricted space 
of Normandy' to trouble Inglis, followed by 'a grand rush ahead' which 
brought him German airfields to repair; then came 'the mud and rain and 
ice of winter to be again followed by a bound ahead over German airfields 
that were mined or bombed or otherwise unsuitable.' It was out there, on 
the cheerless airfields where it mattered, that the Army-Air cooperation 
advocated in comfortable offices was really to be found.'* 

Anthony Powell, the novehst, once reflected on 'the whole question of 
senior officers, their relations with each other and with those of subordinate 
rank'. The longer one dealt with them, he concluded, the more one 
developed the habit of treating them like members of the opposite sex: 

specifically, like ladies no longer young, who therefore deserve extra 
courtesy and attention; indeed, whose every whim must be given thought 
. . . Perhaps the cumulative effect of such treatment helped to account 
for the highly strung temperament so many generals developed. They 
needed constant looking after . . . 'They're like a lot of ballerinas,' agreed 
Pennistone. 'Ballerinas in Borneo, because their behaviour, even as 
ballerinas, is quite remote from everyday life.' 

As Eisenhower put it on 20 December 1942 and on many occasions 
thereafter, 'Ch-ee-r-i-s-t, anyone who wants the job of Allied Commander- 
in-Chief can have it."^ 

At some time during 1946, Coningham had learned that his ballerina days 
would end on 1 August 1947, as soon as he completed thirty years of 
commissioned service. He kept this news very much to himself, however, 
telling Elmhirst (then in India) as late as 23 June 1947 that 'I have just asked 
Air Ministry if I can retire at my own request on 1 August.' In fact, an Air 
Ministry official minuted on 30 June that Air Marshal Sir John Slessor (Air 
Member for Personnel) had 'accepted Sir Arthur's plea that his retirement, 
when Gazetted, may be shown as taking place at his own request . . . 
notwithstanding that he will actually retire as a compulsory case and receive 
retired pay and benefits appropriate to that form of exit.' At the invitation of 
the Belgian Air Force, Coningham paid his last official visit to Brussels early 
in July and received from Sir James Barnes (Permanent Under-Secretary of 
State for Air) his last 'marching orders' on the 10th. In his letter, Barnes 
added to the usual 'with regret' and recognition of 'distinguished service', 
the most unusual concession that the London Gazette would show Coningham 
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as having retired at his own request even though both men knew this to be 
untrue.'* 

The author of this biography found no documentary explanation for this 
concession. There are rumours that Coningham ended his career under a 
cloud, rumours that are based in part on certain facts: he was not promoted 
to the rank of Air Chief Marshal, as were several contemporaries whose 
records as operational commanders bear no serious comparison with his; and 
he was not awarded the GCB (Grand Cross of the Bath, the grade of chivalry 
above that to which he had been tardily admitted after El Alamein and 
distinctly superior to the KBE, awarded on New Year's Day, 1946). But the 
award of the GCB was linked to four-star rank and in promoting officers at 
the highest level, the question of personal reward for exceptional merit did 
not outweigh the authorised value of the position occupied: at Shinfield 
Park, Coningham occupied an Air Marshal's position and that was that. 
There are also rumours about him that seem to be based less on facts than 
on the notoriety he earned - and undoubtedly relished - as a 'Renaissance 
Prince' in Belgium and Germany, where he exploited his authority for all it 
was worth. For example, as Frank Sayer (his personal driver) wrote, he had 
a Dakota fitted out 'like something from the King's flight' and certainly used 
it on unofficial jaunts. Coningham's pursuit of his own comfort led to 
rumours that he did more than enjoy the beautiful furnishings and treasures 
in the residences he occupied, but regarded them as spoils of war which 
might be taken to England; legitimate prizes in compensation for years of 
anxiety aud misery. Together with many others who joyfully laboured to 
smash Hitler's evil empire, it seems likely that Coningham held this view 
and possible that he went too far, but no evidence on this point has been 
discovered. 

The fact that Coningham was required to retire is not in itself mysterious: 
indeed, given the lack of demand for senior operational commanders from 
mid- 1945 onwards and his own lack of Staff College, Imperial Defence 
College or Air Ministry experience, he was lucky to receive any post-war 
employment. As soon as the war ended, the RAF was drastically reduced in 
size and many senior officers with excellent records had to go in order to 
make room, in a smaller service, for the next generation. Tedder must have 
recommended Coningham to Portal for further employment in mid- 1945; 
after he himself became Chief of the Air Staff on 1 January 1946, Tedder 
must also have told Coningham that Flying Training Command would be 
his last job; and Tedder must finally have agreed to the singular formula 
used to ease Coningham's return to civilian life and indicate to prospective 
employers that the RAF had not wanted to lose him. It seems unlikely that 
Portal and Tedder would have shown such consideration to Coningham if 
they had regarded him as a thief. 

Coningham, his wife and daughter spent August and September in Cannes 
and southern France, casting off the burdens of an old life and considering 
what best to do about a new. At fifty-two, in good health, with well-proven 
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management powers and a wide circle of influential friends, he could 
reasonably hope to fashion a second career, one which would not separate 
him so long and so often from his dearly-loved family: especially his daughter 
- now 13 - of whom he had seen far too httle in recent years. While the 
Coninghams were thus occupied, Philip Noel-Baker (Secretary of State for 
Air) sent him two letters. One conveyed the King's formal thanks for 'long 
and valuable services', the other expressed, informally, the Air Council's 
gratitude 'for all you have done for the RAF' in the Western Desert and the 
2nd TAF. Since then, Noel-Baker wrote, 'you have turned to the equally 
important work of training members of aircrew' whose future performance 
will afford you great satisfaction. Among less exalted mail, Coningham 
received details of 'emergency clothing coupons' for the 'issue of a civilian 
outfit on prepayment'." 

During his sojourn in France, Coningham learned that an air accident had 
cost him another famous acquaintance: Roy Chadwick, Avro's Chief 
Designer, who was killed in August when the Mark II version of his new 
airliner, named the Tudor, crashed on takeoff. An enquiry found that the 
accident was not caused by a design fault; so Donald Bennett, Chief 
Executive of British South American Airways and formerly head of Bomber 
Command's elite Pathfinder Force did not cancel his order. Bennett was 
anxious to estabUsh a transatlantic service; he preferred British to American 
aircraft and trusted Chadwick, the man responsible for the excellent Lancas- 
ter bomber. By January 1948, therefore, three enlarged and improved 
versions of the Tudor - designated Mark IVs - were flying. One of these, 
named Star Tiger, had by then made eleven return journeys across the 
Atlantic, amounting to a total of 575 hours in the air, since its initial test 
flight on 4 November 1947. Coningham booked a passage aboard this aircraft 
for its twelfth journey, scheduled to begin on 27 January 1948.^" 
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Flight of the Star Tiger II 

Lisbon to a Place Unknown, 28-30 January 1948 



Coningham received two invitations to dine on his night in Lisbon, one from 
an air force general who claimed to have met him in Gibraltar, the other 
from a business executive who claimed to have met him at Cowes. Though 
declining both, promptly if pohtely, he now regretted his decision, for he 
had finished his letter to Nan and time passed slowly when one was alone in 
a cold hotel bedroom. Before the war, with his career to make, Coningham 
had rarely missed an opportunity (as he confided to Nan) 'to meet and 
match'. By making him famous, he reflected wryly, the war had unexpec- 
tedly cooled his ardour in that direction: but now, with a new career to 
make, it was essential to start meeting and matching again. The successful 
entrepreneur, like the successful Air Marshal, could afford neither to be 
tired nor to spurn boring company. He had been slack for two years now - 
not idle, as some thought - but definitely in need of a long, slow unwind 
after six years of wartime command and so, as 'Foley' Rowley told Nan, he 
had merely done me day's work each day. However, a new year had begun 
and with it new resolutions: 1948 would see the Coningham Career pick up 
a fresh breeze. 

By 8.45 next morning, 28 January, the six crew members and twenty-five 
passengers (two more had joined the flight) were back on board Star Tiger. 
Half an hour later, Captain McMillan having told the passengers that the 
port inner engine needed a little attention and that there was still a slight 
problem with the heating system, the two air hostesses - 'Stargirls', as BSAA 
liked to call them - were shepherding them back into a bleak and draughty 
waiting room. There, Sheila NichoUs and Lynn Clayton distributed blankets, 
served coffee and thought of something cheerful to say to everyone. At 
n.45, two and a half hours late. Star Tiger at last took off again. The heating 
system, in fact, worked no better than on the first leg of the flight and 
everyone was chilled to the bone by the time the aircraft reached the island 
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of Santa Maria in the Azores later that day, landing into a sixty-knot wind 
which brought it to an abrupt hah. 

A refuelling stop of seventy-five minutes had been scheduled there, but 
the weather report was so poor that McMillan decided to stay overnight. 
Both crew and passengers were accommodated in a so-called 'hotel' near the 
airfield: a single-story, prefabricated building with only basic facilities, 
including a room designated as a lounge where they huddled to drink 
something hot. At Santa Maria, another BSAA aircraft - a civilian version of 
the Lancaster bomber, known as the Lancastrian - was awaiting a favourable 
opportunity for continuing its flight to Beirmuda with freight which was to 
be trans-shipped there to Star Tiger. That night, a Mexican passenger (one 
of the two who boarded in Lisbon) wrote to his wife. 'The weather is still 
bad,' he said. 'We do not know if we will leave tomorrow or next day by way 
of New York.' Coningham, having written again to Nan, encouraged Tony 
Mulligan and Ernest Brooks, a Treasury official, to help him relieve the 
overworked hostesses by circulating among those passengers who had not 
gone early to bed, too full of cold or too miserable for company. 

Next morning, the 29th, Captain McMillan, his First Officer (David 
Colby) and the Lancastrian captain (Frank Griffin) went together to the 
Meteorological Office to get the latest forecast. 'There's a strong wind,' 
Griffin later recalled telling McMillan. 'I expect I can make it in the 
Lancastrian, but I've got long-range tanks and an endurance of nineteen 
hours. I don't know about you.' Nevertheless, McMillan decided to go and 
they agreed to fly at no more than 2,000 feet throughout the journey in the 
hope of avoiding the worst winds and to permit drifts to be observed on the 
surface of the sea during daylight hours. 

No weather ships were stationed along the route, unlike the routes between 
Europe and North America, and there was little commercial shipping, so 
weather conditions had to be 'inferred' mainly from observations made on 
either side of the Atlantic or on its islands. Griffin and McMillan therefore 
also agreed to fly with one hour between them: the Lancastrian, flying ahead, 
would pass valuable weather information back to Star Tiger. In order to get 
accurate position-fixes, methods of astronomical navigation were used, based 
on sextant observation of stars. Consequently, flights were planned so that 
the greater part of the journey - especially the latter part - was made in 
darkness. In good conditions, a star-fix should not be in error by more than 
fifteen miles and could be corrected by radio bearings transmitted to the 
aircraft from ground stations. For its final approach, the aircraft would home 
on to a Eureka radar beacon at Kindley Field, Bermuda. 

The Tudor IV's fuel tanks would hold 3,300 gallons, but McMillan 
learned that the maximum amount he could take without overloading the 
aircraft was 3,150 gallons. However, he risked a slightly overloaded takeoff, 
knowing that he faced one of the world's longest civil aviation journeys - 
1,960 nautical miles across the open Atlantic - and knowing also that his 
employers would not wish him to leave a passenger behind (there being no 
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freight on board that he could leave instead). The aircraft had a maximum 
range of 2,900 miles: more than sufficient, in theory, to reach Bermuda 
safely, but the prevailing winds in wintef were strong westerlies. Twice 
before, on westward flights, Star Tiger had had to divert to Gander in 
Newfoundland and just two months before this flight, another Tudor IV 
captain found himself still airborne with petrol gauges showing 'nil'. He 
alerted the air-sea rescue organisation and prepared to ditch, but managed a 
safe landing with no more than a hundred gallons to spare; Jess than the 
amount by which Star Tiger was overloaded on leaving Santa Maria. Frank 
Griffin took off at 2.22 pm on 29 January and Brian McMillan followed at 
3.34 pm.' 

Soon after takeoff, heavy rain and strong winds lashed Star Tiger, causing 
her to plunge and rear alarmingly, but at least the passengers and crew were 
no longer freezing. Flying at first some 200 miles behind Frank Griffin's 
Lancastrian, Brian McMillan slowly closed the gap and both aircraft 
maintained radio contact with each other and with Bermuda, their next 
destination. During this leg of their long journey, scheduled to last more 
than twelve hours, the Air Marshal resumed his close interest in Star Tiger's 
navigation. He could navigate like a homing pigeon, recalled Frank Sayer, 
and in a car, a boat or an aircraft always knew exactly where he was. In his 
own aircraft, he would follow the progress of the flight, minute by minute, 
mile by mile, assessing the weather better than any professional forecaster. 
Star Tiger, however, was not his own aircraft and 'never interfere' was for 
him a strict rule of command - 'except, of course, to sack a chap 
altogether,' he added with a smile. Throughout the journey so far, however, 
Coningham felt only sympathy for the airliner's crew: looking back on his 
own exhausting long-distance flying days in Iraq, Egypt, the Sudan and 
across Africa, he knew only too well how weary they would be when the 
journey ended. 

By 1.26 am on 30 January, after ten hours in the air, Star Tiger was only 
150 miles behind the Lancastrian. At that time. Griffin's navigator got an 
astral fix and found that unforecast south-westerlies had blown the aircraft 
more than sixty miles north of its intended track during the previous hour. 
While Griffin was hearing this unwelcome news, McMillan was passing his 
Point of No Alternative, the point at which he might have diverted to 
Newfoundland; thereafter, he was committed to maintaining course for 
Bermuda. Griffin promptly radioed news of the wind change to Star Tiger 
and asked the operator on duty in Bermuda (a Mr Richards) for wind 
information. He had to wait forty minutes - and repeat the request twice - 
before he got it. Star Tiger, following the Lancastrian's course and in regular 
contact with it, did not make its own requests for such information. 

At about 2 am, Cyril Ellison (Star Tiger's navigator) got his own astral fix 
and learned that he, too, had been blown off course and was in fact crabbing 
away from Bermuda. Ellison at once gave McMillan a new course which 
turned the aircraft into the teeth of a gale. Even so, McMillan would not as 
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yet have had cause for alarm, for he expected to reach Bermuda with at least 
an hour's fuel in hand. At 3 am, with cloud once more obscuring the stars, 
McMillan reported his position by dead reckoning. He believed that he was 
now making good his course for the island and amended his estimated time 
of arrival from 3.56 to 5 am, although it would in fact have been closer to 
5.30 before he landed. Griffin called McMillan just after 3 to say that he was 
changing to voice telephony to contact Bermuda Approach Control, used for 
the last stage of the flight. 'See you at breakfast,' he added. Griffin later 
testified that he heard nothing from Star Tiger to indicate that it was in 
trouble and from that time until touchdown at 4.11 his own aircraft 
encountered nothing worse than head winds: no turbulence, icing, fog or 
electrical storms. 

Meanwhile, at 3.04 am. Star Tiger had requested a radio bearing from 
Richards. To obtain this, the aircraft's radio operator simply depressed his 
key, transmitting a continuous signal to enable the receiving station to fix 
his bearing. On that occasion, a satisfactory bearing could not be given and 
the request was repeated ten minutes later. This time, Richards was able to 
give a first-class bearing of 72 degrees. He advised the aircraft accordiogly 
and received an immediate acknowledgement at 3.15. Any doubts McMillan 
had about his position would seem to have been dispelled, for a series of 
such bearings would have guided him safely to the airfield, but if such 
requests were made, they were not heard. Richards called the aircraft at 
3.50. Receiving no reply, he thought it might have gone over to direct radio 
contact with Bermuda Approach Control and asked that control if it had 
made contact. It had not. Nevertheless, Richards allowed another fifteen 
minutes to pass before trying again to contact Star Tiger. Still no response; 
still no action from Richards. At 4.40 he called again and only then, eighty- 
five minutes after losing contact, did he at last declare a state of emergency. 

He heard no distress message, neither did anyone else, and yet many radio 
receiving stations were listening on the aircraft's frequency. If anyone aboard 
Star Tiger had so much as touched the transmitting key, it is likely that he 
or she would have been heard. The USAAF personnel operating the airfield 
inunediately organised a maximum effort to find survivors that went on for 
five days, despite rapidly worsening weather: twenty-six aircraft flew 882 
hours between them and surface craft also searched, but found nothing. 

If 5iar Tiger's radio failed shortly after 3.15 am, her captain and navigator 
would have been set the task of finding a small group of islands, extending 
twenty-two miles from north-east to south-west, covering a total area of 
twenty square miles and provided with powerful marine lights visible from 
about thirty miles in all directions at the aircraft's presumed altitude. It was 
at that time only 340 miles - about two hours and fifteen minutes' flying 
time - from those islands with sufficient fuel to fly for at least three and a 
half hours. Having received an accurate bearing, McMillan's task of making 
a landfall was not in itself difficult, except that he was acutely aware of the 
fact that there was no alternative landing ground: the nearest point of the 
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American mainland - Cape Hatteras - lay 580 miles to the west, far beyond 
Star Tiger's range. No evidence survives to suggest that radio failure or 
navigational error were responsible for the disaster. 

As for engine failure, the aircraft could have reached Bermuda comfortably 
on two of its four engines. Its low altitude, however, would mean that any 
handling problem was very dangerous. The altitude chosen by both aircraft 
was much lower than usual and no previous BSAA flight is known to have 
flown so low for so long. Wind forecasts throughout the journey were 
unreliable, especially at lower altitudes. Consequently, a sudden strong gust 
may have plunged the aircraft abrupdy into the sea or inattention on the part 
of tired pilots combined with a faulty altimeter may have allowed it to slide 
in quietly, giving the radio operator no time in either case to send a distress 
signal. In the absence of such a signal, it seems probable that no-one aboard 
realised until the last moment of their lives that anything was amiss. ^ 



253 



AFTERMATH 



*Mary is Always Good Company' 



As soon as he learned that Star Tiger had crashed, the Minister of Civil 
Aviation in Britain (Lord Nathan of Churt) grounded BSAA's remaining 
Tudors as 'a measure of prudence'. A few weeks later, however, they were 
permitted to carry cargo - not passengers - between Santa Maria and 
Bermuda, but only via Newfoundland: a diversion that reduced the longest 
oversea passage by 250 miles. Although Sir Roy Dobson (Avro's Managing 
Director) and Bennett both publicly regretted any implication that the 
aircraft itself might be faulty, the Minister decided that a judicial investi- 
gation into the cause of an aircraft accident was necessary for the first time 
since the loss of the R.lOl airship in October 1930. Bennett objected so 
strongly that BSAA sacked him. Lord Macmillan was appointed to carry out 
the investigation with two assessors, a Professor of Aviation in the University 
of London and the Chief Pilot of British European Airways. The investi- 
gation, held in public at Church House, Westminster, opened on 12 April 
1948 and lasted for eleven days, with two short adjournments. Macmillan 
and the assessors visited Heathrow to inspect a Tudor IV (the assessors later 
taking a short flight in it) and on 21 August they presented their report to 
Lord Pakenham (Nathan's successor).' 

The inquiry emphasised that McMillan, Colby and EUison were vastly 
experienced airmen, all former members of Bennett's highly-regarded Path- 
finder Force, before joining BSAA. As for the Radio Officer, Robert Tuck, 
he had followed his profession for twenty years at sea and in the air. All four 
had experience of the London to Havana route, although they had not 
previously flown together. Of the two cabin attendants, one - Lynn Clayton 
- had already survived an aircraft accident, when an Avro York crashed at 
Dakar in April 1947 and four passengers were killed. Though praising the 
crew, the enquiry found 'want of care and attention to detail' in the flight 
plan, but nothing serious enough to explain the accident. According to his 
biographer (Alan Bramson), Bennett did not always support his Operations 
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Manager against his ex-Pathfinder pilots, some of whom resisted simulator 
and instrument training and even the use of pre-takeoff and pre-landing 
checklists. The enquiry also found that BSAA 'did not sufficiently ensure 
that significant changes in the weather ahead of an aircraft would be known 
to it', but was unable to say whether that failing caused the accident. 'In 
closing this Report,' wrote Lord Macmillan, 'it may truly be said that no 
more baffling problem has ever been presented for investigation. In the 
complete absence of any reliable evidence as to either the nature or the cause 
of the disaster to Star Tiger, the Court has not been able to do more than 
suggest possibilities, none of which reaches the level even of probability.' 
The aircraft's fate must therefore remain 'an unsolved mystery'.^ 

On 17 January 1949, ahnost exactly a year after the loss of Star Tiger, 
another Tudor IV - named Star Ariel - crashed between Bermuda and 
Jamaica, again in unexplained circumstances. Bennett claimed that both 
aircraft were sabotaged (in Bramson's words) 'on the orders of those who felt 
threatened by the possibility of a successful challenge to their interests'. 
Although he learned that 'a known war-registered saboteur' had been seen 
standing near Star Tiger shortly before its last takeoff. Prime Minister Attlee 
(said Bennett) ordered enquiries abandoned. Bramson admits, however, that 
he could find no 'real support' for Bennett's assertions. The Tudor IV was 
converted to freighter use, but Bennett - while head of his own company - 
had a couple restored to carry passengers. One of these crashed near Cardiff 
in March 1950 and eighty lives were lost: at that time, the gravest aircraft 
disaster suffered in Britain. Despite Bennett's protests, an enquiry found 
that incorrect loading was the cause and the Tudor's tragic career ended.' 

Jane-Mari, Coningham's daughter, well remembered a succession of 
cables, telephone calls and visitors to her mother on the day that Star Tiger 
went missing. Even though the airUner was overdue and perhaps down in 
the sea, every message and messenger reminded her that extensive searches 
for survivors were continuing. Then came another knock at the door which 
Jane-Mari answered. A small man, wearing a shabby raincoat, stood there. 
'My name is Tedder,' he said, quietly and shyly. 'May I come in?' He had 
come to tell Nan that there was no longer any hope of finding her husband 
alive."* 

Coningham's death had shared the front page of the New York Times on 
31 January 1948 with news of the assassination of Gandhi in India and the 
death of Orville Wright in the United States. A long obituary described 
Coningham as 'one of the early advocates of the employment of tactical air 
power in close cooperation with ground forces and certainly one of its most 
successful practitioners'. The New Zealand Herald recorded on 2 February 
the death of 'one of the Empire's most distinguished air leaders in the war' 
as well as the fact (flattering to the people of such a small and isolated 
country) that both the New York Times and the New York-Herald Tribune 
had printed news of the search for the airliner on their front pages and 
devoted double column headlines to Coningham's career. 
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In both newspapers, the biographical sketches made the point that he 
preferred to be known as a New Zealander even though he was born in 
Australia. This point was emphasised by the New Zealand Herald in its own 
tribute, although admitting that he 'advanced in his chosen profession of 
arms far from either land in which he spent his youth'. History, the paper 
continued, 

may reveal him as one of the great Allied commanders in the Second 
World War. When he first assumed command of air formations in the 
Western Desert, the Air Force was extremely jealous of its separate entity 
and in danger of developing an unwarranted exclusiveness. Coningham 
changed all that and, at the same time, through the force of his own 
personahty, sent into the air squadrons which outclassed the Luftwaffe in 
its own highly-specialised ai t of army cooperation. 

The newspaper also emphasised Coningham's belief in tactical air operations 
'as distinct from the massed bombing offensive'.' 

An obituary in The Times on 10 February described Coningham as one of 
the war's 'outstanding air commanders'; he and Tedder 'were the maio 
architects of the air side of the plan by which the action of the three Services 
was integrated. Though such a system had long existed in theory, it was first 
applied in North Africa' and then transferred to Europe. 'Coningham was 
much more than an efficient air commander,' the obituarist wrote, he was 'a 
brilliant strategist' as well. 

Not only could he form a sound judgment himself, but he had the abiUty 
to explain a situation lucidly and succinctly to others. With the aid of 
maps and by moving rulers, inkwells and similar objects on a table, he 
would convey a clear picture of what the enemy was planning and what 
steps would be taken to thwart him. Tall, handsome and invariably 
inmiaculate, even in the field, he was an impressive figure. One could not 
fail to appreciate his clear thinking, his power of grasping essentials and 
rejecting trivialities, his courtesy and his charm. He was an admirable 
speaker, animated and fluent.* 

Coningham was one of the war's great men, announced C. G. Grey in the 
Aeroplane on 13 February with characteristic trenchancy. A famous aviation 
pundit. Grey had edited that magazine from 1911 to 1939 and had strong 
views on all aspects and personalities. Even though Coningham had inspired, 
as well as commanded and organised, men who were the spearhead of victory 
from El Alamein to Luneberg Heath, Grey was still more impressed by his 
conduct as head of 4 Group, Bomber Command, long before those dramatic 
days. 'The way he kept up the spirit of his aircrews and those on the ground 
during the grim winter of 1939-40 was extraordinary,' wrote Grey, because 
'everything seemed so futile', whereas once the German conquest of Western 
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Europe began, everyone in Britain became perversely cheerful and military 
command that much easier. 'I doubt whether any officer in the RAF has 
been better beloved than Mary Coningham,' thought Grey. 'He had the 
gentle and kindly way with him which one so often finds with big and 
warlike men,' yet Grey also thought 'he would have made such a magnificent 
Captain of Condottiere' in the Renaissance and had as well 'a quickness of 
wit and a genius for phrase which would be worth a fortune if they could be 
set on paper'. Had he been spared, he would certainly have made his mark 
outside the RAF.'' 

Tedder's appreciation of Coningham appeared in The Times on 14 Febru- 
ary. 'It was a grand Air Force team we had in Middle East in the difficult 
days,' he wrote: 'a team led by a handful of individuals, outstanding alike in 
their vision, courage and initiative, but each with his own strong individual 
personality.' Sadly, three members of that little band had already been killed 
in air accidents: Drummond, who 'bore so much of the burden and took so 
little of the credit'; Dawson, who 'built up an aircraft industry in the slums 
of Cairo and in the quarries of the Pharoahs, made bricks without straw and 
aircraft from scrap'; and now Coningham, 'the airman personified'. 

Coningham, wrote Tedder, had 'the alert, active, inquiring mind, the 
imaginative, highly-strung temperament, the perennial youth' of 'a brilliant 
commander of air forces. War, to him, was an art rather than a science; 
insistent though he was on administrative and technical efficiency, he always 
put morale first and material second, quality before quantity. His weapon 
was the rapier not the bludgeon.' In Tedder's opinion, Coningham's greatest 
contribution to victory was iiwhe lead he gave to Army-Air cooperation. 

It was to him personally more than to anyone else that we owe the 
initiation and development of the joint land-air technique which became 
the doctrine and practice of the 8th Army and the Desert Air Force and 
subsequently of the Allied Armies and TAFs in North Africa and Europe 
... At times a candid critic, but at all times a loyal colleague of his Army 
team-mates he, more than any other man, fulfilled the wish expressed by 
Mr Churchill in a message to the RAF, Middle East, in July 1942: 'We 
are sure you will be to our glorious Army the friend that endureth to the 
end.' Coningham was that friend.* 

The last, but not least, of the informed tributes came, appropriately, from 
Elmhirst. 'To have heard him speaking every morning through those exciting 
years at his 8 am staff meetings and again every evening to have discussed 
with him, over a gin in his caravan, the events of the day was an education 
in itself,' wrote Elmhirst in the Aeroplane on 2 April, and all his appoint- 
ments, forecasts and plans were sound. Like Montgomery, 'his great 
contemporary', Coningham refused to be immersed in detail and Elmhirst 
well remembered days 'when a battle was raging in the desert and Mary 
could not be found, but later admitted to having taken his sandwiches to lie 
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on the beach and have "a quiet think"'. Crises brought the best out of him 
and Elmhirst was sure that the 

tonic of his gay and confident presence in the 8th Army Commander's 
Mess in the dark days of defeat and retreat from Gazala is something the 
members of that Mess will not forget. Ever remembered will be his 
inspiration to the pilots under German fire at Gambut and about to 
withdraw to El Alamein when they saw their commander piloting himself 
around the airfields in an unarmed and unarmoured aircraft. He always 
radiated quiet confidence in difficult days, such as those in Tunisia in 
February 1943 and on those other critical evenings before the landings in 
Sicily and Normandy and again in Brussels during those four dark days 
of the Ardennes offensive before Christmas Day, 1944. 

Coningham's greatness, Elmhirst concluded, lay in 

his detailed study of enemy intelligence from hour to hour, his ability to 
choose correctly his junior commanders; his youthful spirit, which 
infused confidence into and made a team of his junior commanders and 
staff; his absolute loyalty to his superiors; his ruthlessness where 
inefficiency was concerned; his quick and wholehearted commendation 
for those whose gallantry or services deserved it; his technical knowledge 
as a very competent airman and, lastly, his undoubted flair for the 
conduct of air operations. 

His name would be remembered whenever tactical air forces were under 
consideration, for he was 'the original architect of them and unsurpassable 
in their leadership'.' 

A memorial service attended by numerous RAF officers, past and present, 
had been held in St Margaret's, Westminster, on 17 February. Among 
Coningham's family and friends, were Nan, Jane-Mari and his stepson, Sir 
Robert Frank; Nan's mother and sister were also there, but Coningham's 
mother, brother and sister were all at that time in New Zealand. The RAF's 
Chaplain-in-Chief, John Jagoe, said that the service brought back memories 
of Sunday, 8 July 1945, the last Sunday of 2nd TAF's existence. Coningham, 
he said, had been anxious that he and at least some of the men and women 
in 2nd TAF should make an act of worship before the force dispersed. 
'Never in all my experience,' said Jagoe, 'have I been privileged to take part 
in such a service as that held at Malmaison.' Coningham had asked Jagoe to 
include his own favourite hymn - 'Immortal, invisible, God only wise' - and 
many who sang it with him in Malmaison now sang it for him.'" 

Later that year, Wellington College in New Zealand decided to honour 
'one of its most distinguished sons' with a Memorial Chair. There is nothing 
grand about it: apart from a small inscribed plate, it is just an ordinary 
wooden chair (though it has survived the hurly-burly of daily use for more 
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than forty years now), but Coningham would have valued this uncommon 
mark of distinction in a school and in a city which had for him mixed 
memories. Still more would he have appreciated the special service in the 
Assembly Hall on 14 October 1948 at which Sir Bernard Freyberg, VC - 
then Governor General of New Zealand and also an old boy of the college - 
dedicated the memorial in the presence of many senior members of the New 
Zealand government, armed forces and citizens, some of whom clearly 
remembered a time when Coningham's name was derided. Freyberg himself 
was one of them and this knowledge added piquancy to his remarks about 
New Zealand's 'national loss' mingled with her 'national pride' in the 
knowledge that few people in the British Commonwealth had earned as high 
a place in history as this son of the notorious Arthur and Alice. Freyberg 
and Coningham had travelled many of the same roads in two world wars and 
in the Western Desert the General had noticed that the Air Marshal always 
took the keenest interest in the New Zealand forces and proudly counted 
himself among them. After emphasising the 'selflessness and humility which 
drew everyone to him', Freyberg ended by saying: 'I have lost a great 
companion and war comrade, the RAF has lost one of its most distinguished 
airmen and the Commonwealth one of its greatest sons.'" 

In 1949, Nan gave a cup in memory of her husband to the RAF Sailing 
Association for competition between vessels of all three services at an annual 
regatta off Seaview, Isle of Wight. For some years, she herself presented it 
to the winner; her daughter then took over and now it is done by Sarah, her 
granddaughter. Nan died in June 1985 and early in July an RAF launch 
scattered her ashes, as she had requested, in the Solent. It would have struck 
Coningham as a fitting end to their earthly existence that Nan's remains 
should join his in the sea that they loved and that it should happen in July, 
always his favourite month. It would also have pleased him that a grand- 
daughter whom he never knew played a part in the ceremony because, she 
said, she was proud of her connection with the Royal Air Force. 
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